Summary &horbar; An experiment was conducted to assess the influence of progesterone levels on late foetal mortality (second half of gestation) in concurrently pregnant and lactating does. All the females were mated within 12 h of parturition (d 0), and slaughtered on d 28 to study reproductive performance and body composition. Females were allowed to lactate 10 young and received either 2 progesterone implants (group P, n = 29) or 2 empty implants (group C, n = 29) on d 7. The feed intake, the live-weight variations of females during gestation, the growth of suckling litters, as well as the foetal weight and body composition of the does at slaughter, were similar in both groups. The concentration of progesterone was higher in group P than in C on d 16 and 25 (P < 0.01 The ovulation rate and late foetal mortality were similar in both groups but the early mortality was lower (12.3 vs 21.2%; P < 0.05) and the total number of foetuses on d 28 (live + resorbed + dead) was higher (9.8 vs 8.7; P < 0.05) in group P. These results indicate that progesterone supplementation improves early foetal survival but cannot increase late foetal survival in concurrently pregnant and lactating does. 
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Progesterone, entirely produced by the corpus luteum, is required to maintain pregnancy in rabbits (Thau and Lanman, 1974; Holt, 1989) . Progesterone begins to increase on d 2-3, increases steadily until d 12-14 and drops sharply on d 28-29 before parturient activity (Challis et al, 1973; Thau and Lanman, 1975; Zoldag et al, 1988 (Fortun, 1993) . Thus, an effect of the lower progesterone concentration in the high foetal mortality observed in simultaneously pregnant and lactating does may be hypothesized.
To assess the role of progesterone levels in impaired foetal survival observed in concurrently pregnant and lactating does, reproductive performances were compared in lactating does, some of which were supplemented with this hormone, some of which were not.
The preovulatory administration of a low dose of progesterone induces asynchrony between the uterus and the embryos, and lowers the implantation rate (Schacht and Foote, 1978) . Moreover, in rats, progesterone treatment during the first week of lactation affects lactational performance (Herrenkohl, 1972) . However, progesterone does not block milk synthesis if lactation is well established (Herrenkohl, 1972 (Fortun ef al, 1993) . Moreover, progesterone supplementation can increase feed intake and the proportion of total body fat (Shirling et al, 1981; 1983) . Therefore, body composition of the does was also determined at the end of pregnancy. The concentration of progesterone was quantified after the extraction of progesterone from 200 1 11 plasma by a radioimmunoassay, as described by Thibier and Saumande (1975) . The sensitivity of the assay was 0.2 nglml and the intra-and interassay coefficients of variation were 12 and 14%, respectively.
MATERIALS AND METHODS

Animals
Reproductive performance
The does were slaughtered on d 28 of pregnancy. Their genital tract was removed and dissected. According to Adams (1960) Early mortality was considered to occur during the first half of gestation and late mortality thereafter (Adams, 1960) .
Live foetuses and their placentas were weighed. (fig 1) . It It was 29.4% higher in group P on d 16 (15.4 ± 0.8 ng/ml vs 11.9 ± 0.6 ng/ml; P < 0.01) and 41.4% higher on d 25 (14.0 ± 0.7 ng/mi vs 9.9 ± 0.7 ng/ml; P < 0.01 The variability in the concentration of progesterone was similar in both groups, and the repartition curves of the progesterone concentration in the 2 groups, were partly superposed ( fig  2) . At each stage of gestation, the concentration of progesterone was positively related to the ovulation rate (coefficient of regression: CR = 0.55, 0.94, 0.72 on d 7, 16 and 25, respectively; P < 0.05).
The weight of foetuses, placentas and uterine horns were similar in both groups.
The ovulation rate were also similar (11.2 ± 0.3 in group C and 11.1 ± 0.3 in group P). Late and total mortality, as well as the number of dead or resorbed foetuses were not significantly different in both groups (table II) .
There were 0.9 more live foetuses in group P than in C, but the difference was not significant. Early mortality was lower (P < 0.05) and TF was higher (P < 0.05) in group P than in C. . (Fortun, 1993; Fortun et al, 1993) , whereas it is in the same range as previous results from the same genetic line (Bolet et al, 1990 (Fortun, 1993) . Furthermore, Lin et al (1987) have shown that hyperprolactinemia inhibits steroidogenesis in rabbit does. Thus, high levels of prolactin during lactation seem to be responsible for lower progesterone concentrations in simultaneously pregnant and lactating does (Fortun etal, 1993 (Tamaya et al, 1980; Ohno, 1982) . Moreover, injections of prolactin can induce modifications in the quality of uterine secretions of protein (Chilton and Daniel, 1987; Daniel ef al, 1988 
